Evaluation of a fluorescent antibody technique for the rapid enumeration of Bacteroides fragilis group of organisms in water.
The Bacteroides fragilis group has been evaluated as a prospective rapid indicator of faecal contamination of water. Fluorescent antibody (FA) stained B. fragilis group bacteria were enumerated microscopically and compared with faecal coliform or Escherichia coli counts as indicators of faecal contamination. Environmental samples included surface waters (raw drinking water and known contaminated water). Laboratory disinfection experiments with ozone, chlorine and u.v. radiation were also performed. Bacteroides FA counts specifically detected recent human faecal contamination in field samples in 2-3 h. Samples with a high content of particulates or debris limited the sensitivity to about 10 FA counts/ml. Viable counts showed that the sensitivity to all three disinfection agents was essentially the same for Bacteroides and E. coli. Fluorescent antibody counts of Bacteroides, conversely, were not altered by any of the agents. Therefore, the Bacteroides FA method is not recommended for routine monitoring but may be useful for cases where extensive human faecal contamination is suspected (e.g. pipeline rupture or pollution of recreational water) and where rapid remedial action must be taken to protect the public health.